






Laban, G. and Araujo, T. (2020) The Effect of Personalization Techniques in 
Users’ Perceptions of Conversational Recommender Systems. In: 20th ACM 
International Conference on Intelligent Virtual Agents (IVA ’20), Scotland, Virtual 
Event, UK, 20-22 Oct 2020, 34. ISBN 9781450375863. 
 
   
There may be differences between this version and the published version. You are 
advised to consult the publisher’s version if you wish to cite from it. 
 
© The Authors 2020. This is the author's version of the work. It is posted here for 
your personal use. Not for redistribution. The definitive Version of Record was 
published in Proceedings of the 20th ACM International Conference on Intelligent 
Virtual Agents (IVA ’20), Scotland, Virtual Event, UK, 20-22 Oct 2020, Article 


































Enlighten – Research publications by members of the University of Glasgow 
http://eprints.gla.ac.uk 













Conversational recommender systems provide users with individ-
ually tailored recommendations in a ￿owing dialogue. These re-
quire users to disclose information proactively or reactively for
receiving personalized recommendations, which can trigger users’
resistance to the platform and to the recommendations. Accord-
ingly, this study examined the extent to which user-initiated and
system-initiated recommendations provided by a conversational
recommender system in￿uenced users’ perceptions of it. The re-
sults of an online experiment entail that when recommendations
are system-initiated, as compared to user-initiated, users perceive
to be in less control and perceive the system as riskier. Furthermore,
the results stress that systems that provide user-initiated or system-
initiated recommendations do not di￿er in users’ perceptions of
anthropomorphism.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Conversational recommender systems are arti￿cially intelligent
computer programs that provide users with personalized recom-
mendations (i.e., individually tailored recommendations) by tar-
geting individual needs and communicating in a ￿owing dialogue
[5][17]. These agents are designed with cognitive architectures to
communicate in a human-like way are often evaluated, perceived
and described as such [1][14]. Accordingly, these are often reported
as promoting users’ engagement in online settings[5][17]. Conver-
sational recommender systems provide recommendations that are
initiated by either the user or the system. When recommendations
are user-initiated, users consciously and explicitly disclose their
preferences and reactively share parameters that are relevant for
receiving a personal recommendation (e.g., answering questions
or clicking checkboxes to ￿lter recommendations according to spe-
ci￿c parameters). Alternatively, when recommendations are system-
initiated, the system proactively personalizes a recommendation
based on previously collected consumer data (e.g., recommenda-
tions that follow users’ web-browsing behaviour) [3][20][22].While
personalization techniques can have positive persuasive implica-
tions, the necessity of disclosing information, reactively or proac-
tively, can also trigger resistance among users, towards the recom-
mendations provided and towards the system[3][13][19][21][22].
Hence, we are asking:
To what extent do users’ perceptions of conversational recommender
system di￿er when receiving user-initiated and system-initiated rec-
ommendations?
Users perceptions of agents are driven by their cognitive re-
construction, wherein their beliefs or expectations about an agent
further shape perception and behaviour [7]. Moreover, previous
studies demonstrate that people tend to disclose more to humans
than to arti￿cial agents while generally being aware of it [15][16].
Hence, the actions of conversational recommender systems that
provide user-initiated recommendations correspond better to the
actions of a human agent. Therefore, it is expected that (H1) con-
versational recommender systems that provide user-initiated rec-
ommendations, compared to system-initiated recommendations,
will be perceived as more anthropomorphic.
Perceptions of risk and control are vital factors for organiza-
tions to adopt innovative online solutions and are fundamental in
consumer evaluation [11][21]. Perceived risk is described as one’s
perceptions of concern, discomfort and/or anxiety from a speci￿c
situation or process [9], whereas perceived control refers to ones’
internal attribution of control during a procedure (e.g., receiving
a recommendation from a conversational recommender system)
[18]. Both risk and control are considered as necessary channels for
establishing a sense of certainty, con￿dence, and autonomy in infor-
mation systems [6][12]. As users ascribe mental capacities to agents
and evaluate these accordingly [10], it is expected that when receiv-
ing system-initiated recommendations, compared to user-initiated
recommendations, from a conversational recommender system;
one would perceive to have less control (H2) and will perceive the
system as riskier (H3).
2 METHODS
A two (user-initiated recommendations vs. system-initiated rec-
ommendations) between-subjects factors online experiment was
conducted with 141 participants between the ages of 19 to 65
(" = 38.11, (⇡ = 12.17, 49% females) that were recruited using
Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk). The study received an ethics
review board approval. The online experiment used an external
Qualtrics page. The conversational recommender systems were
embedded in an online chat format in the Qualtrics page. To control
for the data quality collected on MTurk and narrow the sample
frame, MTurk users were ￿ltered based on their user score, native
Figure 1: User-initiated recommendations condition.
language (being English) and geo-location (being within the United
States). Moreover, throughout the online experiment, the partici-
pants had to answer two attention checks to validate that they are
paying attention, and had to pass a "CAPTCHA" task to ￿lter bots.
Participants were told that they are supposed to look for a restau-
rant using a conversational recommender system. The participants
were randomly assigned to one of the two conversational recom-
mender systems to receive a restaurant recommendation. In order
to generate a personalized recommendation, the conversational
recommender systems asked the participants three open-ended
questions, asking them to disclose (1) their desired cuisine, (2) pre-
ferred budget for a meal, and (3) preferred location for a restaurant.
The conversational recommender systems were created using the
Conversational Agent Research Toolkit [2] especially for this study,
and provide personalized recommendations based on the partici-
pants’ answers. The systems contained pre-de￿ned lists of values
that corresponded to potential answers of the participants for pro-
viding recommendations. For example, pasta is an item in an Italian
food list and "not much" is an item in a "small budget" list. Together
the system can retrieve potential recommendations that answer
to those values (i.e., an Italian restaurant for a small budget). The
conversational recommender systems only di￿ered in the source to
Figure 2: System-initiated recommendations condition.
which the recommendations were attributed to. In the user-initiated
recommendations condition participants were explicitly informed
by the conversational recommender system that they received rec-
ommendations based on their answers (i.e., "According to your
answers..."; see Figure 1). In the system-initiated recommendations
condition participants were explicitly informed by the conversa-
tional recommender system that they received recommendations
based on their web browsing data and social media information (i.e.,
"According to your web browsing data and social media network...";
see Figure 2). Both systems were named Emma and communicated
using ￿rst-person singular pronouns via online chat (see Figures 1
and 2).
After completing the task, participants evaluated the platform
in terms of perceived anthropomorphism [4], control [18], and
risk [8]. To account for the objectivity of the stimuli, participants
were asked to evaluate how realistic they found the stimuli (i.e., the
conversational recommender systems) to be on a seven-point Likert-
scale. An Independent sample T-Test demonstrates that there are
no statistically signi￿cant di￿erences in how realistic participants
found the stimuli to be, between user-initiated (" = 5.55, (⇡ =
1.36) and system-initiated (" = 5.06, (⇡ = 1.66) recommendations
2
(Mdi￿ =  .49, C (139) =  1.93, ? = .056). After ￿nishing their
participation the participants were debriefed about the study.
3 RESULTS
Independent sample T-Tests were conducted to test the research’s
hypotheses. The results demonstrates that there are no statisti-
cally signi￿cant di￿erences in perceived anthropomorphism be-
tween user-initiated (" = 4.89, (⇡ = 1.52) and system-initiated
(" = 4.55, (⇡ = 1.58) recommendations (Mdi￿ =  .34, C (139) =
 1.28, ? = .201, 3 = .22). Hence, H1 is rejected. Moreover, the
results entail that users perceive to have more control (Mdi￿ = .58,
C (139) =  2.61, ? = .010, 3 = .44) when receiving user-initiated
(" = 4.21, (⇡ = 1.28) compared to system-initiated (" = 3.63,
(⇡ = 1.37) recommendations. Therefore, H2 is supported. Finally,
users perceive conversational recommender systems that provide
system-initiated (" = 4.32, (⇡ = 1.22) compared to user-initiated
(" = 3.29, (⇡ = 1.40) recommendations, as riskier (Mdi￿ = 1.03,
C (139) = 4.65, ? < .001, 3 = .78). Hence, H3 is supported.
4 CONCLUSIONS
While there are no di￿erences in perceptions of anthropomorphism
between the two systems, the two clearly di￿er in perceptions of
risk and control. As users ascribed meaning to the conversation
recommender system’s actions, their perceptions followed the ex-
pected social norms of interpersonal relations. When disclosure
was proactively initiated by the system, it was re￿ected in users’
negative perceptions of the system. These results highlight the
importance of conversational recommender systems sustaining
positive moral mentality in their actions. This is especially impor-
tant when considering the persuasive implications of personalized
recommendations. The results of the study entail that when the
system’s actions and mentality conform to people’s inherent expec-
tations of it (i.e., inferring recommendations from information that
was given willingly by the user), it has the potential to be perceived
more positively. On the other hand, when the system’s actions do
not conform to these expectations (i.e., using users’ personal in-
formation) it can result with the users demonstrating a sense of
resistance to the system.
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